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Three foundational tenets are absolutely critical for a clear understanding of Advaita philosophy 


as propounded by Swami Sankaracharya. They are: 


1. Brahman is abheda: There is absolutely no bheda (sajatiya, vijatiya, svagata) whatsoever 
in Brahman. 
2. Avidya is of the form of Adhyasa: That which gives rise to the experience of plurality 


(bheda) in the abheda Brahman is avidya. This avidya is of the form of adhyasa. 
3. Experiences are all Mithya or badhita: After avidya is transcended, the experience of 
plurality is falsified (badhita). Such an experience is called mithya jnana and the object 


of the experience is ontologically classified as mithya. 


Part 1: Brahman is abheda: 


There are 3 types of bheda or distinctions. The distinctions distinguish one entity from another. 
The three types of distinctions are sajatiya (within same species), vijatiya (with other species), 


svagata (internal). 


Sajatiya bheda means distinctions of entities within the same jati (species). This is an external 
distinction. For example, taking the tree jati, a distinction between a mango tree and an apple 
tree is a sajatiya bheda. Even the distinction between 2 different mango trees is sajatiya bheda. 
Sajatiya bheda implies the existence of 2 or more entities within the same jati. Entities within 
the same jati are differentiated based on their attributes (viseshana) alone. There is no 
difference in what is considered as the nature (svarupa) of the jati. In other words, sajatiya 
bheda is brought about by viseshanas. If there is only 1 entity within a jati, then there cannot be 


sajatiya bheda in that jati. 


Vijatiya bheda means distinctions of entities between different jati (species). This is an external 
distinction. For example, taking the tree jati and cow jati, a distinction between a mango tree 
and a cow is a vijatiya bheda. Vijatiya bheda implies the existence of 2 or more entities 
belonging to different jati. Entities between different jati are differentiated based on their 
nature (svarupa) and attributes (viseshana). In other words, vijatiya bheda is brought about by 


svarupa & viseshanas. If there is only 1 jati, then there cannot be vijatiya bheda in that jati. 


Svagata bheda means internal distinctions within the entity. For example, taking a mango tree 
as an entity, the distinctions of roots, trunk, branches, leaves, flowers, fruits are all svagata 
bheda within the entity. Svagata bheda can exist independent of sajatiya and vijatiya bheda. 
Svagata bheda implies the existence of distinct parts within the entity. The nature (svarupa) of 
an entity is defined as the quality that is inseparable and indistinct from the entity. The 
attribute (viseshana) of an entity is defined as the quality that is inseparable but distinct from 
the entity. Thus the relationship of attributes (viseshana) to an entity denotes the svagata 
bheda between the nature (svarupa) of an entity and its attributes (viseshana). A partless 
homogeneous entity cannot have svagata bheda within. In the absence of svagata bheda, there 
is no more any entity-attribute relationship; or in other words, an entity without svagata bheda 
does not have any attributes. Whatever is in the entity, is the entity’s nature (svarupa) alone. 
Vedanta vakyas such as “ekam eva advitiyam”, “neha nanasti kinchana” deny all these three 
types of bhedas. Brahman is pure abheda. Brahman is one alone. This means there is no other 
Brahman. Therefore there is no sajatiya bheda in Brahman. It is said that there is nothing other 
than Brahman whatsoever. This means there is no other entity of a different species. Therefore 
there is no vijatiya bheda in Brahman. Brahman is said to be partless, pure, homogeneous. This 
means there are no internal distinctions in Brahman. Therefore there is no svagata bheda in 


Brahman. 


Brahman is already indicated as: existence (sat), real (satya), consciousness (chit or chaitanya), 
knowledge (jnana), bliss (ananda), eternal (nitya), infinite (anadi & ananta), full (purna), partless 
(avyaya), homogeneous (eka rasa), immutable (kutastha), unchanging (avikara), pure (suddha). 
Additionally, the fact that Brahman is pure abheda means Brahman doesn’t possess any 


attributes either. Brahman is thus nirvisesha or nirguna. 


Part 2: Avidya is of the form of Adhyasa: 


Brahman is ekam eva advitiyam, immutable and partless. Consequently, there is no plurality 
whatsoever in Brahman. This Brahman is pure Chaitanya (Consciousness). This is the absolute 
(paramarthika) truth. Still the ever-changing plurality is experienced on the day-to-day 
empirical (vyavaharika) basis. Furthermore, Brahman is said to be the efficient and material 
cause of this experienced mutable plurality. The reasoning of how the partless immutable 
Brahman is experienced as the with-parts mutable universe of matter is explained through the 


concept of “maya” / “avidya”. 


Though there are distinct nuances between maya and avidya, for the purpose of this article it is 
sufficient to consider them as almost identical except for the collective and individual aspects 
respectively. Similarly, some of the other fundamental questions such as its locus, whether it is 


one or many, bhava-rupa or abhava etc. are kept aside from the scope of this article. 


Independent of where, when & how avidya originates, the fact remains that each individual is 
obscured by this avidya. This is the fundamental premise of all scriptures. In Advaita, this 
avidya, an insentient material component, is said to be beginningless (anadi). Its association 
with sentience Chaitanya is beginningless as well. Avidya causes the one partless homogeneous 
immutable Chaitanya to appear as the plurality of sentient and insentient world with distinct 


parts and changes; with the distinctions & changes being constituents of avidya and not the 


Chaitanya. This avidya, though one at the collective level is distinctly individualized at the 


individual level. 


At the individual level this avidya is said to exist in the form of beginningless unmanifest karma 
or vasanas. The vasanas manifest as the antahkarana, comprising of mind, intellect, memories 
and ahamkara. The antahkarana controls the pranas, sense organs and the physical body. 
Desires (likes & dislikes) at the unmanifest vasanas level manifests as thoughts or vrittis at the 
antahkarana level, which gets translated as actions at the body level. They are said to be the 
functions of vasanas, antahkarana, and body respectively. All these functions are modifications 
(vikara) of the insentient material avidya. All the while they are associated with the immutable 


(avikara) Chaitanya. 


The functioning of antahkarana is in the form of changing thoughts or vrittis. These thoughts 
includes the various distinctive experiences and knowledge of other objects (objective- 
knowledge). The Chaitanya being all-pervasive pervades in & through all the vrittis and its 
changes. As the antahkarana functions through the pervasive Chaitanya, there occurs the 
natural behavior in the antahkarana itself, particularly in the ahamkara aspect, that appears to 
superimpose the qualities and behavior of the antahkarana on the Chaitanya and vice-versa. 


This mutual superimposition is called adhyasa. 


Due to this adhyasa, the immutable Chaitanya appears to function and change through the 
experiences & objective-knowledge. On the other hand, the experiences and objective- 
knowledge seem to gain the aspect of sentience. The resulting entity, the result of adhyasa, is 
the individual Jiva who appears to possess the immutable qualities of Chaitanya as its nature 
(svarupa) and the modifiable aspects of antahkarana as its attributes (viseshana). These 
modifiable aspects are now said to originate in the jiva but manifest through the antahkarana. 
The Jiva thus is considered as the agent - knower, doer, enjoyer - of all experiences, objective- 
knowledge and activities. This sense of individual Jiva as the agent is the result of adhyasa. This 


itself is avidya. 


All day-to-day empirical activities depend on this fundamental adhyasa. The distinctions of the 
triputi (pramata, prameya, pramana) and the corresponding experience (prama) depends on 
this adhyasa. This triputi is essential for any gentship. This adhyasa is only a thought (vritti) in 
the antahkarana, particularly in its ahamkara aspect. Since this adhyasa / avidya / ajnana / 
ignorance is a vritti in antahkarana, the counter is also a vritti in the antahkarana and is called 


as jnana / vidya / knowledge. 


There is a very particular jnana vritti that overcomes ajnana vritti. This jnana vritti is called 
akhandakara (distinctionless) vritti and transcends all distinctions. Being distinctionless, there is 
no more distinctions of triputi at the rise of this particular vritti. In the absence of triputi, there 
cannot be any action or agentship, since any action involves agentship and distinctions of 
triputi. It is thus said that jnana can never coexist with karma (action), since jnana requires 


akhandakara (distinctionless) vritti whereas karma requires khandakara (distinctions) vritti. 


With the rise of jnana, adhyasa is overcome. Consequently the true nature of Self is realized by 
the antahkarana, along with its own nature and qualities. This is realization or liberation or 
moksha. Even after this realization, depending on the influence of prarabdha karma, the 
antahkarana may continue to manifest and function. The triputi may continue to exist and 
corresponding prama may occur. However, the antahkarana now has a direct immediate 


intuitive realization of the true nature of the Self. This is called aparokshanubhuti. 


Though the antahkarana functions as before and the world is continued to be perceived, the 
ahamkara aspect of the antahkarana has been destroyed. Consequently there is no more 
misunderstanding of the true nature of the Self versus the BMI and the world. Such a person is 
called a jnani or tattvadarshi or jivanmukta. The corresponding experience or knowledge is 


termed Mithya jnana (falsified knowledge). 


Part 3: Experiences are all Mithya or badhita: 


Here is a quick scenario, based on the popular rope-snake example, followed by a couple of 


questions. 


Ramu, Shyamu and Babu - 3 friends - go to Ramu’s house. There is a rope lying in the corner of 
a dim-lit corridor. As the friends enter the corridor they all see this thing on the floor. Babu 
cognizes this object as a snake and runs away from Ramu’s house back to his house. There, in 
his house, he tells his family members that he saw a snake in Ramu’s house. Shyamu too 
cognizes the object as a snake, is petrified and stands frozen in the corridor. Ramu perceives 
the object as the rope. But seeing Babu run away scared and Shyamu petrified on the spot, 
Ramu understands that they have misunderstood the object and clarifies to Shyamu that it is 
just a rope. After hearing these words, Shyamu realizes for himself that it is indeed only a rope 
and not a snake as he thought so earlier. Henceforth Shyamu walks through the corridor 


without any fear. 


Before the analysis and question, a quick reminder on the definitions of ontological status in 


Advaita: 


e Sat (real) - Entity of an experience is called ‘sat’ if it remains the same without changing 


or without being sublated across all three periods of time. 


e Asat (unreal) - Entity that is never experienced by anyone anywhere across all three 


periods of time. 


Now, purely within the context of this example, with the beginning of the scenario till the end 


being the three periods of time: 


e Babu’s perspective: Babu’s experience, from the beginning till the end of the scenario, is 
of the snake. Therefore for Babu, the snake experience is categorized as sat (real). In 


other words, the experience of the snake is real. 


e Ramu’s perspective: Ramu knew that the object was only a rope. He never had the 
experience of a snake in that rope. Therefore for Ramu, the snake experience, instead of 
the rope, is categorized as asat (unreal). In other words, the experience of the snake is 


unreal or never experienced. 


Questions: Shyamu’s perspective: 
Q1: Based on the above definitions of sat and asat, what is the relative ontological status of the 
experience of the snake in the rope object for Shyamu at the end of the scenario? Is it “sat” or 


“asat” or “something else”? 


Q2: Is Shyamu’s experience through the scenario exactly the same as either Babu’s or Ramu’s 


experiences from the beginning till the end of the scenario or is it distinct from both? 


Analysis: 
This point is absolutely essential in correct understanding of Advaita. If one misunderstands this 


point, Advaita will be highly incoherent and inconsistent. 


Relatively speaking, purely within the context of the example, as we had seen, for Ramu the 
snake in the rope is “asat”. This is because, for Ramu there was never any experience of the 
snake from the beginning till the end of the scenario. For Babu, the snake is “sat”. This is 
because, for Babu the experience of the snake remained unchanged from the beginning till the 
end of the scenario. Now, for Ramu the rope is “sat” and the snake is “asat”. For Babu the rope 


is “asat” and the snake is “sat”. 


Axiom 1: Therefore it is clear that the relative reality of an object of one’s experience is 


subjective to oneself and can change from person to person. 


Each person’s experience, though distinct from the other person, is still considered as real for 


that person. 


Axiom 2: Every experience of a person, considered within the scope of that experience, is 


always considered as real. 


While each person had a real experience, but the object of that experience was different; what 
is the actual reality of the object itself independent of any person’s experience? The object, in 
itself, is a rope, always been a rope and had never transformed into a snake. The former case - 
the knowledge of an object being dependent on a person’s experience is called purusha-tantra 
(based on a person). The latter case - the knowledge of an object as-it-is is, independent of an 
experience, is called vastu-tantra (based on the object). The real experience which matches the 
object as-is is called valid experience. The other real experience which does not match the 
object as-is is called invalid experience. Therefore, Ramu’s experience is valid and Babu’s 
experience, though considered real, is invalid. However, Babu did not yet know the invalidity of 
his experience. This is because he did not yet know that the actual object as-is (rope) is 


different from his experience (snake). 


Axiom 3: All experiences are considered real and valid in 2 conditions: 1) If the object of 
experience matches the true object as-is. 2) Until there arises, through another means or 
experience, the true knowledge of the object as-is which is realized to be different from the 


experience. 


Now, let’s consider the experience of Shyamu. Initially Shyamu too believed the object was a 
snake, quite identical to Babu. Therefore for Shyamu the snake was “sat” as well, like for Babu. 


However at a point in the scenario Ramu told him that it was only a rope. At this point, based 


on shravana (hearing), manana (reflecting), nidhidhyasana (direct understanding) of Ramu’s 
words, Shyam definitively realized that it is just a rope and has always been a rope only. This is 
a critical juncture in Shyamu’s experience. This is called jnana. Before this point the snake was 
“sat”. But after this point and henceforth, the snake is realized to be “asat” and the rope alone 
as “sat”. After jnana, Shyamu realizes that his earlier experience, though considered as real and 


valid, turns out to be invalid. 


Axiom 4: An experience is rendered invalid only on the dawn of knowledge or jnana. 


Nevertheless, for Shyamu, the previous experience is still considered as real since he 
remembers that experience and that experience just does not get destroyed or vanishes. The 
previous experience is now technically called “badhita” or “falsified”. This is an important term. 
The term “badhita” or “falsified” does not mean that the experience is removed or destroyed or 
vanished. It only means that the experience has been rendered as invalid or inaccurate. Though 
the experience is real, the object of that experience is not real. This point is important. This 
knowledge is technically called as “badhita jnana” or “falsified knowledge” in Advaita. This is 
only experienced after Jnana. Until Jnana, Shyamu’s experience is identical to Babu. There is no 


“padhita jnana” yet. Any argument of a “badhita jnana” will just not make any sense yet. 


Axiom 5: On the rise of knowledge or jnana, the earlier experience only becomes badhita or 


falsified, and doesn’t get destroyed completely. 


At the end of the scenario, for Babu the snake is “sat”, for Ramu the snake is “asat”. For 
Shyamu, initially, until jnana, the snake was “sat”, but after jnana the snake is rendered “asat”. 
Shyamu’s experience doesn’t exactly match Babu’s experience, since unlike Babu Shyamu’s 
experience of “sat” snake did not continue throughout the scenario. At the same time, through 
at the end of the scenario, the snake is “asat” for Shyamu, but this “asat” experience is not the 
same as Ramu’s “asat” experience. Ramu never experienced the snake and never got petrified, 


but Shyamu did briefly experience the snake and was actually petrified. Thus Shyamu’s 


experience of “asat” is distinct from Ramu’s experience of “asat”. Ramu’s “asat” snake did not 
cause any actual fear, but Shyamu’s “asat” snake did cause an actual fear. Therefore Shyamu’s 
snake experience, though “asat”, is distinct from “asat”; and it is clearly distinct from “sat” as 
well. The ontological status of such an experience is called “mithya” (false) and is different from 


pure “sat” and “asat” (sat-asat-vilakshana). 


Axiom 6: The object corresponding to a falsified (badhita) experience is ontologically classified 


as Mithya and is distinct from pure “sat” and “asat”. 


Axiom 7: The ontological status of an object as Mithya is only truly realized after the rise of 


knowledge or jnana. 


The key, again, is that this is only truly experienced after Jnana. Until Jnana, both Babu and 
Shyamu are both ajnani and in that state the snake is definitely “sat” for them. Until Jnana, 
there is no category yet called “mithya” or “sat-asat-vilakshana”. Until Jnana, all that we 


experience is “sat” alone, as “asat” cannot be experienced. 


Axiom 8: Until the rise of jnana, the person is categorized as an ajnani and the object of 
experience is considered only as “sat”. Only after rise of jnana the person is categorized as a 


jnani and the earlier experienced object is considered as “Mithya” (false). 


Now, let’s apply this to the real world experience. The world is experienced through our 
antahkarana. In our current state of ignorance, as an ajnani, we experience the world around us 
as real and valid. This is currently accepted by Advaita. This is like Snyamu’s experience prior to 
jnana. But Advaita says that when there is the rise of jnana, at that point the current experience 
of the world will be falsified. Please note, as long as the antahkarana continues to function the 
world will continue to be experienced. However, the experience is rendered as badhita or 
falsified. Not that the world will just vanish and the antahkarana will experience nothing or 


something vague like a mass of cloud. The difference in the perception of the world before and 
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after jnana is only on its dependence and utility value. For an ajnani, the person is dependent 
on the world and derives satisfaction from the experience of the world. But for a jnani, the 
world depends on the jnani, meaning the experience of the world depends on the functioning 
of the antahkarana and the jnani has full control on the functioning or sublation (samadhi) of 
the antahkarana. Also, for a jnani, there is no satisfaction derived from the world as the jnani is 
ever fully satisfied and established in the Self. All worldly transactions are purely in the spirit of 
dedication and service. At this point, all experiences through antahkarana are falsified and the 
objects of those experiences are categorized mithya. At this point, the world itself is mithya. 
Such a falsified knowledge is called mithya jnana. This is truly realized only after jnana and not 


before. 
When the antahkarana is sublated all that would exist is pure Atman / Brahman alone, and not 
the experience of Atman / Brahman. There is no more any experience of nothingness or 


oneness or duality or plurality. There is just no more any experience. All that is, is just the Self. 
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